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Scandals involving drug ties and influence peddling continue to shake Colombia. Recently two
cabinet ministers were forced to resign following accusations that they used their influence to
award radio frequencies to friends of the president. In addition, the mayor of Cali was arrested
on Aug. 26 on charges of taking money from the drug cartel that long dominated that city. In midAugust, Colombia's top political magazine Semana published the transcript of part of a conversation
between Communications Minister Saulo Arboleda and Mines and Energy Minister Rodrigo
Villamizar. In the 12-minute tape, apparently recorded on July 21 or 22, the two ministers discussed
the 81 FM radio frequencies to be awarded. During the conversation, Arboleda said, in apparent
reference to Samper, "The idea is that half half are for his friends." "Man, that is very clear, Saulo,"
responded Villamizar.
The radio concessions, which generate an estimated US$1 million to US$2 million per year, were
awarded three days after the taped conversation. One person named by the ministers sportscaster
Mario Alfonso Escobar was awarded one of the FM broadcast licenses on the direct orders of
Arboleda. Adding to the controversy, on Aug. 24 local media reported that Escobar had close ties
with the Cali cartel.
In the current edition of the weekly political magazine Cambio 16, Escobar said he was a friend and
former business associate of Miguel Rodriguez Orejuela, one of the Cali cartel bosses now in prison.
"I first knew Miguel Rodriguez because we studied at the same university....I was his friend," said
Escobar, manager of the Rodriguez brothers' Grupo Radial Colombiano radio station from 1978 to
1981. "I went to work at Grupo Radial not because I knew Miguel Rodriguez but because a job came
up."

Two cabinet ministers forced to resign
Following a barrage of protests, the two ministers submitted their resignations on Aug. 19. Attorney
general Jaime Bernal and federal prosecutor Alfonso Gomez have both begun investigations into the
awarding of broadcast licenses, although Bernal noted that the illegally taped conversation would
not be admissible in a court of law. Both Arboleda and Villamizar denied that the FM frequencies
had been doled out to friends of the president, and Arboleda said the accusations were part of a
campaign against him by enemies in the media, with the support of some unnamed politicians.
Nevertheless, Enrique Santos Calderon, managing editor of Bogota's El Tiempo newspaper, and
Nobel Prize-winning Colombian author Gabriel Garcia Marquez said Samper used government
largess to benefit those who supported him before and after the June 1996 vote in Congress. The
vote cleared him of charges that he took at least US$6 million in drug money during his 1994
campaign. Other critics say Samper is deeply involved in the radio- frequency scandal and that
his administration is trying to censor the media by denying critics access to the airwaves. "The
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president ran this influence-peddling in a conspiracy against free expression," said Enrique Parejo,
an ex-justice minister and former presidential candidate.
Once again, opponents called for Samper to step down, especially those with their eye on the
presidency in the 1998 elections. "It is disgraceful and repugnant," said candidate and former
federal prosecutor Alfonso Valdivieso. "What happened is a real scandal and what most caught my
attention is that the president did not respond decisively to the matter."

Radio scandal has implications for TV programming
The accusations of favoritism in awarding the licenses came less than a month after Colombia's
Constitutional Court upheld a controversial new television law. Under the law, all news programs
will have to submit new bids for broadcast slots, which will be awarded in October. Opponents say
the law is an attempt to force TV news programs that are critical of the government or of Samper off
the air. That, critics believe, could greatly boost the chances of Samper's chosen successor, former
interior minister Horacio Serpa, in the May 1998 presidential elections.
Following the publicity regarding the FM radio contracts, the outspoken TV news program QAP
withdrew its bid for a new program slot, fearing bidding would be slanted. "It is clear that the
criteria, procedures, and ethics that the government applied in awarding radio concessions will
be the same in the case of television contracts," QAP directors said in an public letter. Cali mayor
arrested for ties to drug cartels
Meanwhile, on Aug. 26, justice officials ordered the arrest without bail of 42-year-old Cali mayor
Mauricio Guzman Cuevas, who testified before prosecutors in Bogota last month in the ongoing
investigation into the influence of the drug cartels in public office. Guzman is accused of taking US
$220,000 from a company fronting for the Cali cartel to finance his election campaign. He was elected
in 1994, when the now-jailed Cali cartel kingpins were at the height of their power.
Authorities said Guzman, former governor of the southwestern province of Valle del Cauca and a
prominent member of the governing Partido Liberal, surrendered to police shortly after prosecutors
ordered his arrest. Guzman, who has denied any wrongdoing, will be replaced by an interim
mayor pending local elections in October. The same day that Guzman was arrested, a judge in
Cali sentenced former comptroller, education minister, and governor Manuel Francisco Becerra
to six years in prison for taking more than US$300,000 from the Cali cartel to finance the 1994
congressional campaigns of political allies. He was also fined US$300,000.
Becerra has been in jail for nearly two years awaiting sentencing. His lawyer said the sentence
would be appealed. Like Guzman, Becerra belongs to the Partido Liberal. They both came under
scrutiny when their names appeared on a list of recipients of payments made by the Cali cocaine
cartel to several politicians, found in 1994 when police searched the offices of a front company for
the cartel. Becerra allegedly received the money from Guillermo Pallomari, the former accountant
for the cartel, who is now in the US under the witness protection program (see NotiSur, 08/22/97).
Along with Becerra and Guzman, more than a dozen politicians and officials have been jailed in
the drug corruption investigation, which began in 1995. (Sources: Inter Press Service, Notimex,
The Miami Herald, 08/20/97; Associated Press, 08/19/97, 08/21/97, 08/26/97; Agence France- Presse,
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08/19/97, 08/26/97; Reuter, 08/18/97, 08/19/97, 08/24/97, 08/26/97, 08/27/97; Spanish news service EFE,
08/19/97, 08/26/97, 08/27/97; El Nuevo Herald, 08/20/97, 08/27/97)
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